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ABSTRACT          In this socially engaged and collaborative project, the topic of

obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) is explored artistically. A poem and sculpture

depict and contemplate the lived experience of OCD and how it relates to

contemporary times. The project grew out of a friendship between Mick, the alias for

someone who has OCD, and Dana Fennell, a researcher who studies OCD.
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Dana Fennell

Past, present, and future, 2022

Glazed ceramic with acrylic paint

18 x 8″
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Mick s̓ Poem
Iʼve been down this road before,

Dodging threats no one can see.

“Donʼt touch your face!”—who would do?

“Wash your hands!”—Iʼve done too much.

To cross the street when passing

Just feels natural; to see

My neighbors doing so does not.

Why s̓ everybody angry?  This is life!

1919 was only days ago,

And cholera and smallpox were much worse.

Lurid scenes on news broadcasts,

Numbers tossed about.

Shuttered schools and businesses—

Thereʼll be a price, no doubt.

Although I must admit, I wouldnʼt stay

Before thirty-some students now,

Confined within a bungalow all day.

I know some folks who wonʼt admit it s̓ real

And others who feel sure theyʼll die of this.

I tell them—just be careful,

Heed me well:  this isnʼt my first rodeo.

Context
Our Thoughts is a collaboration between Mick Jones, the alias of someone who has

obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), and Dana Fennell, a sociologist. It includes a poem

and sculpture. 

Mick has had OCD since age 5 and it colors his worldview. His obsessions and compulsions

have taken different forms and include thoughts and rituals related to contamination. When

he was young, one of his fears was that an insect was cavorting in his nose and he would

repeatedly wash his nose at the drinking fountain at school. One of Mick s̓ responses has

been to use water on his contamination fears. He carries a spray bottle of water in his car,

and quips that for him spray bottles are like the wipes the character Monk carried and

regularly employed to clean, in the television show by the same name.



The fears of people with OCD vary by historical period,  and in the past people had

obsessional fears about issues of their time such as the plague.  Research has indicated

living during the COVID-19 pandemic has affected those with OCD and has been

associated with a worsening of some people s̓ symptoms.  However, Mick s̓ anxiety during

the pandemic has not been extraordinary, merely noticeable. He recognizes that he has

two advantages in this regard: OCD and degrees in biological sciences. As others wrangled

with how to protect themselves from COVID-19, it was easy for him to eschew touching his

face, to remember to wash whatever hand touched public surfaces, and to avoid people on

the street. He understands how viruses work and the dynamics of their spread and die-off. 

As a researcher, Dana has studied people s̓ lived experiences with OCD and

representations of the disorder in the public sphere.  Mick and Dana have been discussing

public perceptions of OCD for more than fifteen years. Therefore, they decided to

collaborate on this interdisciplinary representation of OCD during the pandemic. 

The poem and sculpture highlight the impact of society on our doubts and fears, especially

their cyclical features. The poem was written by Mick and draws connections between the

past and present, providing his thoughts on contamination and his advice for others during

the pandemic. As the pandemic has worn on, Mick has received remarks from family. One

commented, “Now weʼre all like you.” Another said, “I understand that now you feel

vindicated.”  Rather than feel vindicated, it is more that he is not terribly surprised. The

sculpture is constructed by Dana and designed collaboratively, founded on their

conversations. One side of the spray bottle points to Mick s̓ contamination fears of the

past. The other side points off into the distance, representing our fears about the future.
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Mississippi. She studies issues of well-being and recently published The World

of Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder: The Experiences of Living with OCD with

NYU Press. She hopes her interdisciplinary work with Mick Jones will contribute

to building more paths between scholars, artists, and the community. Dana s̓
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religious ritual, viewersʼ interpretation of anime, consumersʼ use of
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View all of Dana Fennell's articles.

Mick Jones

Growing up during the Cold War, Mick Jones found much to worry about:

nuclear annihilation, Soviet espionage, domestic violence, overpopulation,

pandemics, resource depletion, pollution of air and water—but he refused to

limit his concerns to such popular problems. Inspired by Roger Bradfield's

classic tale The Flying Hockey Stick, Mick began his obsessive-compulsive

career at age five by making sure to exit via the same door he entered

anywhere, so that the imaginary line trailing him would not become tangled.

Graduating from this behavior, Mick developed a habit of prefacing all his

statements with "I think," in order to avoid inadvertently giving voice to an

untruth. In high school, Mick augmented this conduct with a constant concern

over contamination—both to avoid contaminating those around him and to keep

from being contaminated by them. He has worried that he might accidentally hit

someone while driving, that his words might have offended someone (generally

when they haven't; he seems not to notice when, in fact, they have), and that

the new plastic shower curtain is poisoning him with its fumes. He eventually

found his calling as a tutor of mathematics, where precision and checking one's

work are virtues.
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